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Letter from the Editor
Dear Readers,
VERBUM is in its fourth year. Each year it adds a unique perspective to the St.
John Fisher community about religion through the eyes of faculty, students, essays, and
poetry. It is a unique perspective of individuals taken on different religions and beliefs.
It is an outlet for individual perspectives and I am thankful for everyone that contributed.
Congratulations to everyone who submitted to the biyearly publications. You helped
make the issue a great one. I encourage you to read VERBUM cover to cover and think
about its content. It is another outlet for diversity on the campus, and I am thankful for
you interest in the publication. VERBUM will be published again in the spring and I
encourage you to submit for that issue; all topics, all religions welcome. Thank you
again for reading it, and I hope you’ll enjoy it!

Sincerely,
Erin Knoerl
President-REST Club

Happy Thanksgiving
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Discernment: A Faith-Filled Journey or Problematic Process?
By: Jodi Rowland

According to the on line site, Dictionary.com, the word discernment has four
viable meanings that relate to ‘acuteness of judgment’ or ‘using keen insight.’ The
ability to discern, then, is a process in determining a potential outcome or judgment.
Lately, discernment has become a ‘hot’ word for Catholics, in particular young Catholics,
who are searching for their next step in life and their faith development.
Here in lies my personal dilemma. Being brought up within American education
institutions in our American society produces an individual who strives for the best,
seeking freedom and democracy. Clearly many positives come from this upbringing; yet
there are potential negatives as well. The natural outcome of this upbringing is that one
will continue to look for improvement, or with always “have one’s eye on the prize,” so
to speak. With so much focus and attention on the outcome of one’s life or current
situation, where is the concern for the here-and-now? In theological terms, American
Catholics have parousiac fever! When will hunger end? When will there be equality for
all people? It is a constant look to the future. Having this perspective permits one to be
aware of the mission and message that Jesus proclaimed—the Kingdom of God—for both
Heaven and earth. However, how does one draw the line between hope followed with
good deeds and impatience?
On a personal level, I have a strong faith that I practice in daily life. My vocation
is to help others find their path to God, helping them discern and grow in faith. (There it
is again—that word discernment). Currently, I am a youth minister, am engaged, and

enjoy time with family and friends, and participate in extra-curricular activities. Where’s
the dilemma, then? The problematic lies within my being American and being Catholic.
Ingrained deep within my psyche is a need to constantly improve myself. Overall, this
tends to be a positive attribute. However, just when the scales of life seem to balance—
career set, marriage on the way, friends and family all in unison—this is when my
parousiac fever takes control. Having balance means no immediate attention drawn to
solve a problem. No family member or friend needing consoling. No crisis at work to
worry over. This brings my attention to the stillness happening in my life. While I
briefly enjoy this quiet moment, I then begin to wonder what’s next? The process of
discernment takes over. I begin to fret over just about everything. I ask questions of
myself, like Do I really want to continue to be a youth minister?; Is this really where I
want to see myself 5 years from now, 10 years from now?; Is getting married at age 24
what God truly wants for me? All of these are good questions, but my concern is that I
am not asking them for the right reason. Rather I am asking them out of the sheer need to
have continuous conflict in my life, creating problems that I can in turn solve.
The dilemma seems not to rely directly in the process of discernment, in the
asking of what God truly wants for me. Instead the problematic is within myself: seeking
out discernment only when I find balance and harmony in my life. Without worry over
others in my life, I then shift my focus to questioning my current faith state! Am I living
my life for God? Am I doing what God would want me to do? Clearly this is a positive
check and balance system within my faith development. However, I believe that I take
this to an extreme, seeking out potential problems; instead of finding solace in my good
deeds and works.

Solution offered: continue helping others, yet enjoy the quiet moments, and stop over
analyzing. St. Paul, laden himself with parousiac fever, provided a message that finds
harmony between contentment and discernment: “For we know that if our earthly
dwelling, a tent, should be destroyed, we have a building from God, a dwelling not made
with hands, eternal in heaven. For in this tent we groan, longing to be further clothed with
our heavenly habitation if indeed, when we take it off, we shall not be found naked” (2
Corinthians 5:1-3). While covered in earthly clothes we long for ‘heavenly habitation.’
In this longing we seek and find God, yet this longing only emerges from this earth
dwelling. Without it we would not have the desire to seek out more, to discern, and to
find what we are looking for—God.

The “Life

& Miracles” of St. John Fisher College alumna
Allison Faluotico, Class of 2003

I graduated from Fisher with B.A.’s in Religious Studies and Sociology. After
graduating from Fisher I had planned on attending Buffalo State College for graduate
school but changed my mind that summer. I ended up staying in Rochester for a few
months and looking around for a job (I must admit, however, I did not put much effort
into this.) That fall I decided to move back to my hometown to see if I could find a job in
or around the NYC area. Unable to find my ideal job, I ended up working in retail
management for a little while. Once again, I applied to graduate school (this time in New
York City) and right before classes started, I changed my mind about attending. I wasn't
really quite sure of what I wanted for a career and didn't want to spend all that money on
graduate school for something I might not end up really wanting to do. After that, I
worked for a few months for a family friend. During the next few months I made up my
mind as to what I really wanted to do, which was to work in a college or university. I
couldn't find many jobs available to someone without a master's degree in a given field
and so when I was offered a position in the office of an electrical contracting company, I
decided to take that in the meantime. I worked for a very generous and fun boss and
loved the people I worked with but did not want to stick with a job that I had no real
passion for. I worked in this job for about a year, at which point I finally found a job in
higher education institution (Purchase College, NY). This college job has made
me realize that this is what I want to do, that this is the field I want to work in. I also
found it evident that, in order to be more knowledgeable and advance within this field, I

definitely need and want to get my master's degree. I am hoping to get into graduate
school next Fall (2007) so that I can achieve this goal.
I attended another college before transferring to Fisher and it wasn't until I was at Fisher
that I really began to enjoy classes and the material I was learning. As a result, I love
being in school and continuing to learn. Unfortunately, and regrettably, I did not
participate much in the Fisher community.

Allison Faluotico,
Class of 2002

Original Essay

Prize Provided by

T Uxtâà|yâÄ ZÉÉwuçx
By: Kristi A. Bradley

I tip toed silently down the dim corridor, holding my father’s clammy hand as
tightly as I could. I was scared and I didn’t know what to expect. We followed the nurse,
who made me nervous because she gave me a sympathetic look. A look that told me
everything was going to be okay when I didn’t even know what was really wrong. When
we turned the corner and walked into the small dark room, there she was…my grandma.
The one I played cards and spent endless hours with. She looked so fragile laying there
by herself, hooked up to machines to help her breathe and regulate her precious heart. A
heart that lived life the way it was meant to be lived.
Three hours earlier, I was putting on my shiny new black shoes and a jumper, all
the while preparing my songs for that night’s Ellis B. Hyde Elementary School chorus
concert. As I sat in front of the bathroom mirror, my mother brushed my shoulder length,
shiny brown hair. I could hear my dad and little brother in the background getting
themselves ready to head to the school. It was my last concert as an elementary school
student and they were honoring the fifth graders who would be moving on to the middle
school the following year. I was nervous, as were many of my fellow classmates. It was
going to be a memorable night, as we had prepared a final song dedicated to our families
and the ones we loved for being there for us throughout our lives. Little did I know that
this memorable concert was going to be a blur for both myself and my entire family.

We were just getting ready to head out the back door, doing our usual last minute
preparations and rushing around when the telephone rang. My dad wasn’t going to
answer it because we were already running late, but something in his mind must’ve told
him to do so. He said hello in that telephone voice of his. He worked as a 911
Coordinator and always answered the phone with a clear, concise and bellowing tone. As
we all waited in the shoe room that led to the door, we listened to the tone of his voice
change. The person on the other line spoke for a few seconds and then he asked, “What
happened?” Again the person at the other end of the line talked for a while, and I could
tell my dad was really listening. He had completely forgotten that we were running late
for what seemed like the most important event in my elementary school singing career? I
knew that something was wrong because his eyes began to tear up and his voice became
almost inaudible. “I’ll be right there.”
Tears were still rolling down his cheeks as he hung up the phone. Very quietly he
squatted down to meet me at eye level. He explained to me that Grandma was very sick
and he had to go and take care of her. He apologized and said that he would try his
hardest to be to the school by the time my grade sang our dedication song. As he pulled
me in for a hug, he squeezed tightly. I knew something wasn’t right. My dad, the big
tough police man, was crying and Grandma was “sick.”
He hugged my brother and then my mom. The two of them spoke for a minute. I
tried hard to listen as I always needed to know what was going on. They were talking
very quietly, and all I could get out of the conversation was the word, “hospital.” I tried
to question them but was rushed out the door by both parents. My mom buckled my

brother and me into the car while my dad climbed into our truck and we drove our
separate ways.
After a five minute drive across town to the school, I got out of the car anxious to
see my friends and get to the chorus room. I quickly pushed aside the feeling that
something was wrong. I was with my friends who were all excited about the
performance and that feeling rubbed off on me. We sat in the chorus room warming up
with the high school music teacher as the third and fourth grade chorus sang their pieces
to the audience. Then it came time for the fifth grade to line up according to our assigned
spots on the risers. The excitement and anticipation could be felt in the pit of my
stomach as I filed behind my classmates. The buzz of eagerness could be heard in all of
our voices until we were quieted down and led down the hall toward the auditorium.
As we entered the auditorium, everyone excitedly looked around for their parents
and grandparents to wave to. I found my mom and brother and noticed that my dad still
hadn’t arrived yet. I became worried of his whereabouts but the show had started. We
sang our first two songs, both receiving applause from the crowded room. “Where is he?”
I wanted him to hear the last song that was to be dedicated to him, the song we all were
excited about and had worked so hard on.
Finally, half way through the concert I saw my dad creep in through the back
doors and take the seat that my mother had saved for him. The bewildered look on his
face made my stomach drop. You know that empty feeling when all your insides fall to
your gut? That one. I forgot the words to the song for a moment and tried to get his
attention but he was whispering something to my mom. This wasn’t right, something
was unquestionably wrong. They always had their eyes fixed upon me during a concert

as we had been through these many times before. This time though, they exchanged
worrisome looks. Once they finally glanced up at me, I observed deeply saddened gazes.
After the concert ended and much applause was given, I was eager to meet my
parents to figure out what was going on. We exchanged hugs and my dad pulled me off
to the side so we could talk privately. He explained to me, “Grandma Bradley, my
mother, is very sick. She is in the hospital.” Immediately I asked if I could go see her.
This is the woman who looked after me when my parents went to work, who baked for
my whole family on holidays, who bought me that grey jumpsuit with the flower buckles
I wore on school picture day that I loved. We would sit at the kitchen table playing cards
or watching her favorite New York Mets play baseball on television while my dad
mowed the lawn out back. We even played this game where I would sit on the floor by
the vent and place a card on it. Grandma would then turn on the air full blast and we’d
watch the card shoot up in the air and then flutter back down. We would do this over and
over again until we finished the whole deck. We would laugh and giggle and see how far
up in the air we could blast them.
Now, that laugher had turned into tears as I leaned over the cold hospital bed to
say goodbye. I quietly told her that I loved her and that she was the best grandma ever.
My dad explained to me that she couldn’t reply but she undoubtedly heard me and was
thinking that she loved me too. The pain and emptiness that I felt was something that I
had never felt before. The pain in my stomach was noticeably agitating and suddenly the
hospital was no longer a place that I would go to and have lunch with my mom, who
works in the laboratory, but it was a cold and unwelcoming place. I just wanted to take
Grandma home with us that night so she wouldn’t have to be alone.

After my dad and I said our last goodbyes, we left the room and made the turn
around the dark corner. The Intensive Care Unit was completely silent. All I could hear
were my own quiet sobs that grew louder as my dad knelt down again to hug me. He put
me on his knee and told me that he and Grandma loved me very much. My stomach was
tied in knots, I didn’t know what my brain or heart was feeling at that moment in time. I
just got lost in my father’s arms as he carried me to the car and up to my bed to tuck me
in, just as he had done every night before that.
The next morning I awoke to the same gentle face that had tucked me in. He was
gazing at me with very sad eyes. I sat up, trying to figure out why he was sitting on the
end of my bed so early in the morning when I recalled the events of the night before.
Once I was awake enough, I shimmied toward my dad to give him a good-morning hug.
He became teary eyed, looked down at the floor, and very quietly in a quivering voice
told me that Grandma had passed away. “She’s in a better place now.” The hot tears
dripped out of both my eyes and rolled down my cheeks onto my pajamas. Emptiness
crept down my spine to my fingers and toes and once again I found myself lost in the
arms of my father as I searched for comfort.
I got ready for school just as I had done the day before. I made my bed, got
dressed, ate breakfast with my family and then instead of riding the bus to school, my dad
drove me. I had always been taught that school is one of the most important aspects of
life. I had never missed a day in my life before that. I remembered how my grandmother
would cut out the honor roll and perfect attendance lists from the newspaper, highlight
my name, and put them on her fridge for the world to see. She often told me that she was
very proud of me and that I was a good girl. As I went into school that day I thought of

her, and knew that she would’ve wanted me to go. I told my teacher Mrs. Mapes what
had happened and she gave me a hug and told me to be strong and that everything was
going to be okay. She had known my grandma and said that she would’ve been very
proud of me.
Two days later, calling hours were held for Virginia A. Bradley, mother of five,
grandmother of fifteen, great-grandmother to three, and dear friend to many. The family
was allowed to visit first. I put on the outfit that my grandma had given me for my
birthday that my mom suggested I wear. As we were driving, a new kind of feeling
rushed over my body, a feeling of uncertainty. It dawned on me that I had never been to
a funeral home before. I didn’t understand how I was supposed to act or what I was
supposed to do. Again, I followed my father’s lead with my mom and young brother
trailing behind us. The funeral home director shook my hand and told me I was a very
beautiful young girl and to be strong. As we walked around the bottom floor of this huge
house filled with old fashioned furniture, I looked around at the pictures of my grandma
that had been placed on tables, doing the things she loved to do. There was one in
particular that stood out. It was a picture of the whole family camping together, gathered
around our cottage, and we all had smiles on our faces. I wondered if things were ever
going to turn back into the way they used to be.
My dad led me through the rooms to the back. There she was, placed in a
beautiful oak casket. So many questions ran through my head but somehow I just knew
to be silent. My body felt heavy as I slowly walked toward her. She looked so much
more peaceful than she did in the hospital. The silence pierced my ears and I could only
hear my heavy breathing and thoughts racing through my mind. I felt my dad’s gentle

hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him and we both knelt down to talk to her. I said
hello as I would’ve any other time, but this time it was a hello-goodbye. I asked my dad
if I could touch her and he told me it was okay. I leaned over and put my hand on hers.
It was so cold, and her bony fingers felt like glass. Her glossy silver hair was done up
just as it usually was. The way she lay peacefully there on the white pillows calmed me.
She looked comfortable, content, and not worried or scared. She was at peace.
The day of the funeral arrived and the young and old took their seats facing my
grandma. As the funeral director began to pray I took in my surroundings. The room was
warm and the sun filtered in from outside as it was a beautiful spring day. I recalled the
times that Grandma would sit in her window and watch the birds pick at the nuts she had
in her birdfeeder. I looked up again at the casket surrounded by the most beautiful array
of potent flowers. They smelled new and fresh, like a spring morning after a light rain
the night before. An Eden of reds, pinks, purples, and yellows brightened the room and
coupled with the sun made many people emotional. They knew that she was in God’s
hands and that the sun was shining because she wanted her remembrance to be a happy
one.
As the funeral director said prayers, he told us to never forget the memories made
with her, the lessons learned, and the love she gave to each and every individual she
encountered. He announced that this day should be a celebration of her life and of her
journey to God. It was also declared that it was my parents’ wedding anniversary and she
loved the two of them very much and would want them to celebrate not only their love
for her, but their love for each other.

It was then time for my cousin Linsey and me to say a prayer in honor of our
grandmother. We had been given a book of prayers and poems about love, life, and God,
and picked out our favorite passage. We had the whole family sign their names in the
small rose colored book as we planned on passing it on with Grandma to heaven. The
director called us up to the front of the room and allowed us to read. We both took turns
reciting every other passage slowly, for the reading was hard and the emotions running
through our bodies were agonizing. As we finished our reading, we sobbed together,
hugged each other and placed the book of beautiful poems in the casket with Grandma.
We figured that whenever she was lonely and needed something to read, she would have
that to remember the ones who loved her. We returned to our seats, hugged our families
and proceeded to the cemetery where we laid her to rest next to Grandpa.
When the last prayer was recited, we lowered her into her final resting place. The
air was fresh and the breeze carried a feeling of new beginning and reassurance that she
was at peace. The harmony of the birds around us and the sun shining through the big
oak tree, that provided shade, had her spirit in them. I knew that from that moment on,
she would be watching over me and that I still had to make her proud just as I had done
every day she was with me on earth.

Poetry Bend
Poems reviewed by: REST Club Officers

*** Prize provided by

Belvedere
Italian Deli & Bakery
129 West Commercial Street
East Rochester, New York 14445

585-385-1630

To a Young Man in Monroe County Jail
In your cell you are less a criminal
Than the man who tried to have
two wives.
Was there a shortage of men
in New York State
So that two women had to share him?
He was no prize by any means.
And thanks to him
I once again walk among the damned.
If yesterday I bought out
the Spanish section of Wal-Mart
it’s thanks to him
who remembered to forget
that the veil does not make the woman
any more than the habit
makes the monk.
Inmates like you
Used to shed enough tears
To leave behind pillars of salt
When I lifted my song
only to God’s glory.
So since when
Is the sound of a woman’s voice
enough to incite sin and chaos?
Unless they mean
That Billie Holiday song
that had men jumping out of windows
and off bridges
when there were still such things
as 78 records.
I know I know I know
ay no ay no ay no
silence has never become me.
I touch more souls
as I walk among the damned
than I ever hoped to
on the straight and narrow path.

In your cell
you are freer than I ever was.
I swore I’d never go near a stove again
but now I cut up
onions, green and red bell peppers,
carrots and celery
and make sure they sit in
just a hint of tomato sauce.
The secret of a pollo guisado
is that it isn’t a sancochoit isn’t a stew at all.
You have to heat the olive oil
just enough
to sauté the chicken golden brown.
Then you never add all the ingredients
all at once.
The carrots go in first
because they take longer to cook.
You should remember the basil,
oregano and garlic
and that Puerto Ricans and not Dominicans
use the reddish spice sazón
as a finishing touch.
Never ever be in a hurry
when you’re making pollo guisado.
As I lower the heat to a simmer
I wish I could bring you a helping,
y arroz amarillo on the side
but the only thing they allow in
are soft-covered books
wrapped in cellophane
unless they’re religious books.
So until we meet again,
leaf through your holy book
and tell me where it says
that the veil makes the woman
and that silence becomes her.
And after you teach the other inmates
how to pray five times a day,
tell them about the one
who now walks among the damned.

Tell them about the fallen angel
who disobeyed her husband’s
supreme command
and is going to hell
for speaking Spanish instead of Arabic
and harboring a criminal
who will never ever commit the insanity
of wanting to share her.
Whatever happened to
“We have made you tribes and nations
so that you may know each other?” 1
If the entire world was supposed to
mirror the Middle East
it would have been so
long before the cultural Gestapo
in my home
tried to make it so.
Let him stew in his anger.
Offer up a supplication for him
and other lost souls
as he issues a fatwa for my death by stoning.
Whatever happened to
“Let those who are without sin
cast the first stone?”2
Ay Dios mío
ruega por el ángel caído. 3
By Laura D. Nolasco

1

Holy Qur’an 49:13
John 8:7b
3
Oh my God, pray for the fallen angel.
2

***

The Word

Like a long road
whose horizon is hopelessness
My soul lays vacant
save for some un-named desire.
Laid fallow by a Word too big to comprehend;
Too demanding to want to try.
Calling me to holiness?
Unworthy.
Undeserving.
A Word made irrelevant
by my own lack of interest
to travel a path of accountability
And obedience.
A Word made unapproachable
by presumption and ignorance
I am too lazy to cure.
So I carry on;
Smiling at the world.
Sick with a heart tired of the pain.
Sweet desire whose name is longing
save me from myself.
Let this Word release me
from oppression’s grip.
Oh!, to open myself once again
to possibility and hope.
With a Word living and life-giving
More precious than the sum
of my ambitions
And sweeter than the taste of success and accomplishment.
Here, where the horizon is seen with the eyes of a child.
Where wonder is the path and the journey is joy
And where my road ends in a stream of all
that ever mattered to begin with… Love
By Deacon Thomas J. Jewel

Living with Other
Gods

2006

Winners

God in All Faces
By: Anne Mumford

In the world there are many people who practice several different religions.
Meeting people from different religions helps me realize each has distinct beliefs and
interests. I was raised an Italian American Catholic and am still learning about my
family’s religions.
My mother is Catholic. My father is a Baptist and my grandparents were
Presbyterians so I got a taste of their religions, services and beliefs. Some of my friends
and family’s religions include Jewish, Muslim, Baptist, Presbyterian and Methodist.
My friends and I often have conversations about how religion affects our lives
and what we do at our churches, including weekly celebrations, youth groups, and classes
in preparation for special rites like Confirmation or Bar Mitzvah. We discuss the foods
we eat and the traditions we have around our religion. They explain and show me the
similarities and differences between their religions and mine. Sometimes their religion is
also part of their culture.
My friend, Shkurte, is Muslim and has a very different lifestyle from that of a
Catholic. Her religion has a great affect on her life. Shkurte escaped from Kosovo with
her family when she was younger. She escaped from Kosovo for religious and political
freedom. I remember Shkurte telling me the story of their voyage and the customs she
practices even in the United States where she attended Catholic school. One example is
when she was fasting because of her religious holiday called Ramadan or Night of Power.
Muslims fast or abstain from food from dawn to sunset on this holiday. Shkurte woke up
at 5:00 am, ate breakfast, and then went back to bed until it was time to get ready for
school. Then she never ate until dinner time even though her classmates in America were
eating lunch. At school she was always devoted about her religion and the fast. I was very

impressed by Shkurte’s strong religious determination to be a good Muslim. Shkurte
never took things for granted. She was a good student; very family oriented and respected
other religions. As a result, Shkurte was a respected member of our class.
My grandparents were Presbyterians and I went to their church with my father
when we went to visit them. We attended when my grandmother used to play the piano
and organ for their church in Batavia. I remember going with my father at Christmas time
and seeing how differently they celebrated. The service included much more music,
candle lighting, the nativity reading and enactment and we did not kneel. My
grandparents were faithful churchgoers but my grandmother found a special devotion
through her music. My grandmother’s connection with God was through her piano
playing. She was amazing to watch when she played. When you heard her music it felt
like nothing else in the world mattered except for that moment.
A couple of my other friends, Eric, Jason, and Joey, are all Jewish. They always
tell me about their religion and their culture because they are especially close to their
families who are very religious Jews. They go to temple once a week for classes to learn
Hebrew and study the Torah, which is the first five books of the Hebrew bible. They also
studied to make their Bar Mitzvah, a rite of passage for boys in the Jewish religion. I
found the Jewish religion and culture very interesting since it influences many things
about their daily life such as the food they eat, the holidays they celebrate and the things
they wear such as yarmulke, which is a covering for the head, which they wear out of
respect for God. We have discussed how it is sometimes difficult not to be influenced by
the Christian holidays of Christmas and Easter, which are so commercialized. They,
however, celebrate some holidays at the same time such as Hanukah and Passover.
Another friend, Christopher, is Methodist, which is the most similar to Catholics
and Catholic teaching. He spends time each evening reading the Bible and discussing the
reading with his mother. They have a very different perspective in some cases, about the
interpretation of the Bible. Chris also serves in a youth ministry as a volunteer at a boy’s
correctional school.
My friend’s religions and cultures help me in my life in many ways. Our
discussions have led me to better understand others. I have learned new and fascination
historical points about other religions and peoples. Knowing the history, practices and
beliefs of others helps me appreciate my own beliefs and the power of God and wanting
to know him. Most of all I have learned from my friends that no matte what, you are a
person and should be treated fairly and should not get judged by their religion or any
other personal characteristics. Getting to know the person is what is really important
because God is really in all Faces.

The Gift Of Caring

By: Hope Tomaselli

There once was a homeless man on the street,
Cold and lonely on Christmas day.
The snow was beginning to numb his feet,
And he needed a place to stay.
He knocked on the door of a modest house;
A family answered the door.
Asked the man, “Could you spare a room tonight?
For I can walk no more.”
The family at once let the stranger in
And invited him to dine.
The man was grateful as they bowed their heads
And prayed over food and wine.
When the food had been consumed,
(They could eat not one bite more),
They invited the man to the living room –
And what a surprise was in store!

The man stared at the Christmas tree,
Lighted all aglow,
And at the presents underneath,
Wrapped up tight with bows.
The family asked the man
If he would sing a Christmas song,
The man froze up in such a way
They thought something was wrong.
The man wore such an odd expression,
The family asked him why.
The man said, “I’m so sorry
But I am a Jewish guy.”
The husband of the family said,
“That is no problem here.
If you don’t wish to sing, we will,
And you can lend your ears.”
The man sat in a comfy chair,
So relieved he sighed;
And as the family started to sing,
A tear came to his eye.
He was so grateful sitting there,
The family was so kind.
Their acceptance of his religion
Gave him peace of mind.
And when the family stopped their song,
The man knew what to do;
Said he, “You’ve shared so much with me,
Now let me share with you.”
The man reached in his pocket
As the kids’ eyes shined with joy,
And out he pulled a dreidel saying,
“This is a Jewish toy.”
The family spent the next hour
Learning the dreidel game,
And despite different religions,
On that day they were the same.

“Living With Other Gods:
Discovering How People Live in a Religiously Pluralistic Environment”
By: Hope Tomaselli
It is inevitable that people will always disagree on different matters in life. One
of the most controversial issues in today’s world is religion. There are numerous
religions in the world and each one carries different beliefs. What many people do not
understand is that in order to live peacefully, people need to be willing to accept and
respect that everyone does not share the same religion. Instead of arguing over who is
right and who is wrong, we as a people should respect each other’s right to believe in
whichever religion we choose to believe in.
I myself am a Christian. I believe in only one God. However, some of my closest
friends are Jewish, Wiccans, and Atheistic. Although I disagree with their religious
beliefs, they have a right to believe in whatever god they want to or to not believe in any
god at all or to have whatever religious beliefs they might want to have, just as I have a
right to believe in only one God and Jesus Christ as my savior. My friends are amazing
people. I love them for who they are, not for what religion they are.
It disturbs me how there are people that go around telling other people that if
those people do not convert to that person’s religion, they are going to Hell. I know
someone who goes around telling people that there should only be one religion – his
religion. The world should not be so close-minded. It is the religiously close-minded
people who start religious wars and angry mobs; that’s no way to live.
Perhaps there is a reason why there are so many religions in the world. I believe
that each religion has something to bring to the table of life. For example: Christianity

brings the Ten Commandments, on which some of the constitution is based. Hinduism
and Buddhism bring meditation to the table, which many people use as a great stress
reliever. Confucianism brings ethics to the table; love within the family, honesty,
trustworthiness, loyalty to the state, etc. The list could go on and on with how people use
each religion without even knowing it.
Then there is the factor of diversity. Without all the religions that there are, this
world would not be nearly as exciting as it is. There would be no culture to learn about in
school, no different holidays to celebrate with friends of other religions.
Where is the fun, and what is the point of having a world where everyone is the
same? I learn something new about people all the time because of their different
religious beliefs. If all people could open their eyes and accept that there are different
religions in the world, this world would be a much more peaceful, happier place to live.

Living With Other Gods
My Mom, My Dad, My Grandmother, and Me
By: Timothy Crumley

The notion of “living with other gods” applies to my family. Living with other
gods means that people with different beliefs live with one-another peacefully. When
applying this notion to my family, one can relate it best to the religious relations that are
between my father and me and that are of between my mother and grandmother. My
name is Timothy Crumley; I’m 14 years of age, I’m in the 9th grade, and I attend a
collage-prep school called The Harley School. My father seems to have no belief in God
and this is seen many times when he talks to me about something important: An example
would be when he talks about life or where we as humans have come from: there is no
mention of God. My mother, however, is different. When talking about where humans

came from with her, God is mentioned, but so is science. My grandmother, being from a
“conservative Christian” generation, is open minded about science but, when asked or
talked with about how life began or where humans came from, mostly only Adam and/or
Eve are mentioned. Talking about how life started is only an example, but it is a
significant one. As one can see, these three people in my life have different ways of
looking at where life came from, so one can easily figure that they must have different
views of where life is going.
My mother, not being able to really feel the Christian faith of her mother joined
the Bahai faith. The Bahai faith is a faith which is based on world unity and world peace.
This faith is very peaceful. This faith, for years, “fit” my mother and me. She had been in
it for most of her life so when I was born she thought it best to expose me to it; I grew up
with it. The religion that my mother had not liked much that was and still is her mother’s
belief is the Christian faith. The Christian faith, even though it has not been my religion,
still has been in my life. When my Father left my Mother, my Grandmother stepped in
(literally) and she started living with us. She still lives in an apartment above us to help
out. My father moved out when I was one year old, and she has lived with us since. This
is how the Christian faith has been, in a sense, “planted” into my life. Now my father,
with all of these religions coming from my mother, from me and my grandmother, has
also tried to teach me his outlook which includes not really looking up to a God but
looking at things as they are. He knows there is something that is more powerful than we
are, but he doesn’t think of this power as a God but more of something
(universal/scientific) that we can’t (for now) understand. My mother believes in God and
did, for most of her life, believe in the Bahai faith which didn’t believe in hell or heaven,

and the faith didn’t see Jesus as the only prophet. My grandmother believes in God and
the faith of Christianity and does believe in hell and heaven, and that Jesus was the
greatest prophet. My father does not look up to God and needs to see something in order
to believe it. A couple of years ago my mother stopped being a Bahai, for they were
against women’s rights in some cases. Today she is Unitarian/Universalist for she still
believes the same things about peace, unity, and being open minded. The
Unitarian/Universalist “faith” welcomes all ideas. How does my family “get along”?
How does the notion of “living with other gods” apply to my family?
There is an “understanding” in my family. This understanding is a kind of respect.
This respect is between my grandmother, my mom, my dad, and me. We have all had
arguments with one another about “what to believe” or about which religion or which
path in life is best. Even with these arguments from time to time, there is still that respect;
that respect that accepts others’ differences. This respect comes from there being the
understanding that we all want the same goals: we just have different paths for getting to
these goals. These “goals” include happiness, love, and affection. My father has given me
the feeling that believing in God is silly or a waste of time at times; yet, in the end, he
seems to understand my mom’s and my beliefs. This same acceptance applies to my
grandmother except that she firmly believes in one God. In the end, yet again, she too
comes to an understanding with my mom and me. So, how does the notion of “living with
other gods” apply to my family? There is an “understanding and respect” in my family
when it comes to religion. We all have the same destination, just different ways of getting
there.

This is how I have interpreted my family in terms of religion. Knowing that
everyone has the same goals but just different ways of getting there is what has kept our
respect for each other when it comes to religion. I have good reason to believe that this
understanding, this respect, is what has not only kept my family together in a religious
stand point, but hundreds of thousands of families together all across the globe. I’ve seen
this understanding in many other families and in many other relationships. This
understanding is a good thing, for I along with millions of others, want to get to these
goals that have been mentioned. As for my personal beliefs, I am open minded, but ever
since my mom and I left the Bahai faith I have seemed to have drifted into the
Unitarian/Universalist religion (like my mom). Being part of this religion gives me the
freedom to not have to believe in God and I’m able to look at life in any way I desire
(unlike when I was a Bahai). I respect other’s beliefs and I don’t think of any other
religion being wrong or right; I believe any one (or more than one) religion could be right
or wrong. I, along with most people, will keep trying to figure out what is “right” or what
“truth” is, but I also know that I will probably never get to the real "truth" or to “what is
really right”. In the meantime, we need to understand each other: if we ever want to get
anywhere. We as a people need to respect each others religions; we must stick together.
This is the case in my family; United we stand, divided we fall.
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Joshua 6:15-21: Exploring the Deeper Meaning of the Herem
By: Mike Wegman

Introduction

In the Old Testament, there are a number of books that contain violent stories that
may shock the casual reader. Some of these stories seem to encourage not only the
slaughtering of enemy armies, but also the murder of innocent civilians. The book of
Joshua, in particular, contains a number of such tales. In chapters six through eleven of
this book, God instructs Joshua and his followers to obliterate dozens of enemy armies,
and subsequently orders them to lay their towns to waste. Joshua and his followers put to
death men, women, children, and livestock by the “edge of the sword.” Biblical scholars
refer to this process of systematic destruction, in which all those who oppose the Lord are
laid to waste, as the herem. Many readers find this concept to be highly disturbing; some
feel it runs counter to Christian and Jewish beliefs. They question why the loving and
merciful Lord would command his followers to carry out these gruesome acts.
However, an in-depth analysis of Joshua 6:15-21, which narrates the battle of
Jericho, reveals that the Lord’s command of the herem – while certainly harsh and cruel –
serves an important purpose: God wants to establish that his people must follow his rules
in order to be victorious and spiritually pure. God is therefore acting as a type of
paternalistic warrior by commanding the herem. Aware of the fact that Israel’s survival
hinged on their obedience and loyalty to him, the Lord ordered the herem to serve the

purposes of delivering military victory and ensuring his followers obeyed his laws by
eliminating the threat of their being tainted by Canaanite religions.
Through an examination of the book of Joshua’s historical context, its relationship
to other books in the bible, and a verse-by-verse analysis of Joshua 6:15-21, I will discuss
the deeper meaning of the herem in the Old Testament, showing that it is not meant to
condone or encourage gratuitous violence but to ensure that Israel stayed spiritually pure
and faithful to God. I will also discuss the application of the book of Joshua to today’s
readers.
Historical Context

The book’s authorship and date of compilation have long been a point of
contention among scholars. The only thing known about the author for certain is that it
was not Joshua himself (Woudstra 5). Rather, it is more likely that the book was
gradually composed and redacted over the course of several generations by several
different individuals from both the Deuteronomistic and the Priestly schools. While it is
not certain, recent scholarship strongly suggests that the book was composed during the
reign of Hezekiah and Josiah, “about 200 to 600 years after the actual events” took place
(New Interpreter’s 556). If this hypothesis is correct, this means the book was composed
in large part between 722 B.C.E. to 609 B.C.E., around the time the book of
Deuteronomy is believed to have been written.
Recent scholarship has generally accepted this date, mainly because the book is so
heavily influenced by that of Deuteronomy that it is likely they were composed during
the same period. Furthermore, the content of the book suggests it was written with a
“monarchical viewpoint”: the book presents Joshua as a king-like figure, leading the

army of Israel under his command in a united effort to drive out the Canaanites (556). It
is therefore necessary to examine the reign of King Josiah especially, which lasted from
approximately 649 to 609 B.C.E. Josiah’s rule was marked by reform: he felt that the
people of Israel had forgotten and disobeyed the rules of God, and that God had punished
Israel for “forgetting” the law by sending the Assyrians to conquer them (New
Interpreter’s 568). Josiah called for a “return to the law” to remedy the situation. He
stressed the importance of obeying Mosaic law, purged the cults of the land, and
refurbished the Davidic Temple (570).
Viewed in this context, the book of Joshua can been seen as a call to return to the
laws of God and to take back Israel’s lost territory. “Joshua’s conquest of Canaan can be
taken as a precursor of Josiah’s re-conquest of Israel”; the book shows that success is
possible if Israel closely observes and obeys God’s law and fights together as one army
(556). The story of Joshua can also be viewed as an attempt to scare Josiah’s adversaries
into obeisance, as the book makes clear that the Lord will punish both external and
internal enemies (577).
Priestly contributions are also present in the book, which were likely added either
during or after the Babylonian Exile (557). It is generally agreed that the story of the
army’s circumcision in Chapter Five is a priestly addition (580). However, other than
this example, the Priestly additions to the story are few in number and are clearly
overshadowed by the contributions from the Deuteronomists.
It is also worth noting that the narration of the battle of Jericho, the topic of
Joshua 6:15-21, is almost certainly not a recording of actual historical events.
Archaeological evidence strongly suggests that the earliest date for the Israelites’

conquest of Canaan is 1400 B.C.E., while the latest date of Jericho’s destruction is
around 1550 B.C.E. Indeed, during Joshua’s lifetime the city of Jericho likely did not
have any walls left at all (Bowker 96). It is more likely that the “city” described in
Joshua 6:15-21 was actually a smaller town or village located near Jericho. However,
this does not take away from the story’s liturgical importance, which will be examined
below.
Delineation of the Passage

The book of Joshua comes directly after the completion of the Pentateuch, the
first five books of the bible. It marks the beginning of the second section of the bible, the
Nevi’im, or the Prophets. This section is then broken down into two groups: the
“historical books” – Joshua through 2 Kings, minus Ruth – and the “writing prophets” –
Isaiah through Malachi, minus Daniel. These two groups are also referred to as the
“former prophets” and the “latter prophets,” with the historical books falling underneath
the former (Woudstra 3).
The book of Joshua is part of a much larger story. It marks the fulfillment of
God’s promise to Abraham -- Israel finally conquers the Promised Land. The story of the
land begins in the book of Genesis, when God promises Canaan to the descendents of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. After delivering the people from Egypt, God forces the
disobedient generation to wander the desert for forty years. The next generation conquers
the land east of the Jordan River under Moses’ command in Deuteronomy. At the end of
the book of Deuteronomy, Moses dies on the border of the promised land, and leadership
of Israel is passed over to Joshua. The book of Joshua continues from this point

(Gangloff 3; Craigie 128-129). Indeed, it is the long-awaited culmination of this long
line of events.
The book is divided into two parts, each of which is divided into two
subdivisions:
1.) The Conquests (1.1 – 12.24)
A.) Preparations for the conquests (1.1 – 5.12)
B.) The conquest campaigns (5.13 – 12.24)
2.) Allotment of the land (13.1 – 24.33)
A.) Allotment of the conquered land (13.1 – 21.45)
B.) Epilogue (22.1 – 24.33) (New Oxford Annotated Bible 315)
Joshua 6:15-21 falls under the section of “conquest campaigns,” as it describes
Joshua’s siege of the city of Jericho. The story of Jericho actually begins at 5:13 and
ends at 6:27. This particular passage describes the actual taking of the city and the
slaughtering of its inhabitants. The battle is one of the most important parts of the book
of Joshua because it marks Israel’s first victory west of the Jordan River; it is this battle
that sets in motion the larger campaign of conquering all of Canaan.
There are several points worth noting about the book as a whole to better
understand the passage in question. First, chapter 1 of the book serves as a preface, while
chapters 23-24 serve as an epilogue “which set the meaning of these events in historical
context” (Boadt 196). These chapters serve the purpose of framing the events of the book
in the context of the Deuteronomistic History, which describes how Israel conquered the
promised land, how Israel lost the land as a punishment from God, and how Israel could
retake it (New Interpreter’s 565). The message of the Deuteronomistic History is that
Israel’s success depends on its obedience of God’s commands (Bowker 92).
Several important events take place before the battle of Jericho. In chapter 1, as
noted above, the Lord tells Joshua that he is to take over as the leader of Israel. The Lord
assures Joshua that he will be with him as he was with Moses and tells Joshua that he will
“put this people in possession of the land that [he] swore to their ancestors.” Joshua then
commands his army to prepare for battle.
Rather than plunging immediately into combat, Joshua orders two spies to survey
the city of Jericho in chapter 2. The two spies enter the city and immediately visit the
house of a prostitute, Rahab. When the king of the city hears of the spies’ presence, he
orders Rahab to turn them over to him, but she lies and tells him the men have already
left. The spies then promise to spare Rahab’s life after their army takes the city. They
return to Joshua and assure him that the city “melts in fear before them” (Fewell and
Gunn 119).
In chapters 3 and 4, Joshua’s army crosses to the west of the Jordan in a fashion
very similar to Moses’ crossing of the Red Sea: the Lord stops the river’s flow and allows
Israel to cross over on dry land. In chapter 5, before beginning the “holy war,” Joshua’s

army circumcises themselves in order to purify themselves. Shortly after, God gives
Joshua specific directions as to how he must conduct the battle.
Following the battle of Jericho, Joshua and his army go on to enter and conquer
the promised land, instituting the herem on nearly every conquered city as instructed by
the Lord. After the conquest, the territory is divided up between the tribes of Israel. The
book continues in chapter 23 with a speech by Joshua in which he exhorts the people to
stay faithful to the Lord or else surely face his wrath. Chapter 24 marks the conclusion of
the book, where Joshua calls the tribes together at Shechem and makes the people affirm
their covenant with God.
Verse-by-Verse Analysis
Joshua 6: 15-21 illustrates the deeper meaning behind the herem, showing that it
is not simply an act of mindless violence. Rather, this passage shows that the Lord
commands the herem to ensure that Israel remains religiously pure and therefore loyal.
Joshua 6:15-16
(15) On the seventh day they rose early, at dawn, and marched around the
city in the same manner seven times. It was only on that day that they marched
around the city seven times. (16) And at the seventh time, when the priests had
blown the trumpets, Joshua said to the people, “Shout! For the Lord has given you
the city” (New Oxford Annotated Bible).
(15) On the seventh day, they rose at daybreak and marched around the city,
in the same manner, seven times; that was the only day that they marched around
the city seven times. (16) On the seventh round, as the priests blew the horns,
Joshua commanded the people, “Shout! For the Lord has given you the city”
(Jewish Study Bible).
(15) On the seventh day they rose at dawn and marched seven times round
the city in the same way; that was the only day on which they marched round the
city seven times. (16) The seventh time, as the priests blew the trumpets, Joshua said
to the army, “Shout! The Lord has given you the city” (Oxford Study Bible).
These verses refer to the specific instructions the Lord gave to Joshua in 6:1-14.
The Lord instructed Joshua to march around the city once a day for six days, with seven
priests blowing seven ram’s horns (trumpets) before the Ark of the Covenant. On the
seventh day, the army was to march around the city seven times, again with seven priests
blowing seven trumpets before the Ark. After the seventh time around the city, the Lord
told Joshua he must instruct his army to shout as the priests delivered a long blast with

the horns; this act would cause the city’s wall to fall flat, allowing the soldiers to charge
straight in. Beginning in 6:16, Joshua reiterates the Lord’s commands to his army.
The phrase “The Lord has given you the city” appears in each of the translations
and is particularly important. It is meant to make clear the fact that it is the Lord, not the
people, who makes the victory possible (New Interpreter’s 613). Without God’s help,
Joshua’s army would be powerless and unable to conquer the fortified city. It also
illustrates the fact that the people must follow the Lord’s instructions to the exact detail.
His instructions could not be more specific, which implies that if they are not carried out
as he wants them to be, he will not help them in battle.
The presence of the ram’s horns, or trumpets, is also important. During biblical
times, the horns were used both in war and in worship. In times of war, they were used to
issue signals and assemble troops into battle. Here, in the battle of Jericho, they were
used to signal when the troops should “shout” and prepare to charge. But the horns also
served a religious function. Traditionally used to signal the coming of important
religious festivals and events, in the battle of Jericho they were used to signal the start of
a “holy war,” which is a war in which God directly intervenes in battle or gives the leader
of his army supernatural powers in order to deliver military victory (Eerdman’s 1337;
Harris and Platzner 176). In this case, the Lord directly intervened, promising to force
the city wall to collapse so Joshua’s army could “charge straight in.” The use of the
horns in this story most closely resembles their use in Gideon’s battle against the
Midianites in Judges 7:15-23. In this battle, the horns were blown, signaling for the
soldiers to shout and charge the city in unison to attack (New Interpreter’s 613).
The repetitive use of the number “seven,” which appears fourteen times in the
chapter, is also important. Although it is not explicitly stated, the seventh day on which
the attack commences is believed to be the Sabbath, a holy day (Boling 205). The
number seven is a “biblical idiom for completeness” and signals the “totality of the
ensuing territorial possession” (Adele et al 473). It also invokes the Seven Days Creation
account (473).
Finally, the act of marching around the city is also important. During biblical
times, this was done to “lay claim to a territory” (Boling 205-206). In this verse, God is
laying claim to the city of Jericho by ordering Joshua’s army to march around the city.
No important variations between the translations are present in these verses.
Joshua 6:17
(17) “The city and all that is in it shall be devoted to the Lord for destruction.
Only Rahab the prostitute and all who are with her in her house shall live because
she hid the messengers we sent” (New Oxford Annotated Bible).
(17) “The city and everything in it are to be proscribed for the Lord; only
Rahab the harlot is to be spared, and all who are with her in the house, because she
hid the messengers we sent” (Jewish Study Bible).

(17) “The city is to be under a solemn ban: everything in it belongs to the
Lord. No one is to be spared except the prostitute Rahab and everyone who is with
her in the house, because she hid the messengers we sent” (Oxford Study Bible).
The phrases “devoted to the Lord,” “proscribed to the Lord,” and “solemn ban”
all refer to the concept of the herem. When a city is placed under the herem, all that are
living there are to be put to death – men, women, children, and livestock. It is of the
utmost importance to understand that the Lord is not ordering a mindless act of violence.
Rather the herem is first and foremost meant to prevent “spiritual contagion” (New Bible
Commentary 244; Boling 205). The theme of the Deuteronomistic History is that
Israel’s very survival depended on their loyalty to God: when they are loyal to him, he
will provide for them; but when they turn away from him in favor of other gods or
disobey him, they will be swiftly punished. The herem is therefore meant to ensure that
the people will not be lured into worshipping the Canaanite gods. If the Canaanites are
wiped out, then their religion is wiped out as well, erasing any chance that Israel will fall
into the trap of worshipping false gods. The book of Judges, which will be discussed indepth later, illustrates what happens when the people do not institute the herem on
conquered cities – the people of Israel inevitably begin worshipping Canaanite gods, and
the Lord punishes them as a result.
It is also important to note that Joshua agrees to spare Rahab from the herem. She
is spared not only because she agreed to hide Joshua’s spies in chapter two, but also
because she expressed a fear of and belief in the Lord’s power. She tells the spies before
they leave her house that she has heard of God’s power and asserts, “Yahweh your god is
indeed god in the heavens and the earth below” (Fewell and Gunn 118). The fact that she
is saved shows that the Lord has mercy and saves those who have faith (New
Interpreter’s Bible 564). He would not allow one is who faithful to him to be
slaughtered, not even one who is a Canaanite prostitute. This further illustrates the point
that the herem is not simply an act of gratuitous violence.
Joshua 6:18-19
(18) “As for you, keep away from the things devoted to destruction, so as not
to covet and take any of the devoted things and make the camp of Israel an object
for destruction, bringing trouble upon it. (19) But all silver and gold, and vessels of
bronze and iron, are sacred to the Lord; they shall go into the treasury of the Lord”
(New Oxford Annotated Bible).
(18) “But you must beware of that which is proscribed, or else you will be
proscribed: if you take anything from that which is proscribed, you will cause the
camp of Israel to be proscribed; you will bring calamity upon it. (19) All the silver
and gold and objects of copper and iron are consecrated to the Lord; they must go
into the treasury of the Lord” (Jewish Study Bible).
(18) “And you must beware of coveting anything that is forbidden under the
ban; you must take none of it for yourselves, or else you will put the Israelite camp

itself under the ban and bring disaster on it. (19) All silver and gold, all the vessels
of copper and iron, are to be holy; they belong to the Lord and must go into his
treasury” (Oxford Study Bible).
These two verses illustrate the importance of carrying out the herem to its
completion. If the people do not obey by either leaving some in the town alive or taking
devoted precious metals, then the Israelites themselves will be destroyed. Joshua warns
his army that disobedience will bring “trouble,” “disaster,” or “calamity” upon the camp,
for the Lord punishes the disobedient. This verse foreshadows the sin of Achan, who did
not obey the herem and invoked the wrath of God upon Israel’s army in chapter seven
(New Oxford 323-324).
The fact that livestock and precious metals are placed under the herem also serves
to illustrate that God will provide the Israelites with what they need – they do not need to
plunder because the Lord is on their side. Again, it is emphasized that Israel is entirely
dependant on the Lord; they cannot and will not survive if he does not provide for him
(New Interpreter’s 613).
Once again, no important variations between the translations are present.
Joshua 6: 20-21
(20) So the people shouted, and the trumpets were blown. As soon as the
people heard the sound of the trumpets, they raised a great shout, and the wall fell
down flat; so the people charged straight ahead into the city and captured it. (21)
Then they devoted to destruction by the edge of the sword all in the city, both men
and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys (New Oxford Annotated
Bible).
(20) So the people shouted when the horns were sounded. When the people
heard the sounds of the horns, the people raised a mighty shout and the wall
collapsed. The people rushed into the city, every man straight in front of him, and
they captured the city. (21) They exterminated everything in the city with the
sword: man and woman, young and old, ox and sheep and ass (Jewish Study Bible).
(20) So the trumpets were blown, and when the army heard the trumpets
sound, they raised a great shout, and the wall collapsed. The army advanced on the
city, every man straight ahead, and they captured it. (21) Under the ban they
destroyed everything there; they put everyone to the sword, men and women, young
and old, as well as the cattle, the sheep, and the donkeys (Oxford Study Bible).
Joshua is no longer addressing the people in these verses; rather, these two verses
describe the actual act of taking the city. Joshua’s army carries out the Lord’s commands
exactly, and the result is a complete victory. Just as the Lord promised, the wall
promptly collapsed as soon as the army “raised a great shout.” This is further proof that
the Lord keeps his promises to his people and aids those who worship him. Furthermore,
the herem is carried out as ordered, eliminating any chance of “spiritual contagion” in the

future. “The Lord was with Joshua,” and delivered his loyal servant a victory (New
Oxford Annotated, Jos 6: 27). Joshua 6:15-21 is therefore consistent with the central
theme of Deuteronomistic History: when the people obey the laws and rules of the Lord,
he will allow them to prosper. As long as Joshua and his followers obey the law, they
cannot be defeated (Harris and Platzner 175).

Joshua 6:15-21 in Relation to Other Passages
Reference to the herem in the book of Deuteronomy illustrates its purpose in the
bible. Deuteronomy 7:1-2 is the first reference to the herem in the bible. These verses
state, “When the Lord your God brings you into the land you are about to enter and
occupy, and he clears away many nations before you… and when the Lord your God
gives them over to you and you defeat them, then you must utterly destroy them. Make
no covenant with them and show them no mercy.” Deuteronomy 7:12-18 states that
livestock and precious metals must also be destroyed under the herem. Deuteronomy
20:16-18 explains why the herem is necessary. This passage states that towns that
worship false gods must be “annihilated,” “so they may not teach you to do all the
abhorrent things that they do for their gods, and you thus sin against the Lord your God”
(New Oxford Annotated). In short, the Lord wants to ensure that his people do not fall
victim to what Boling refers to as “spiritual contagion” (205).
Following the battle of Jericho, the herem is used nine different times in the book
of Joshua alone. During the conquest of the rest of the promised land, Joshua’s army
“left no one breathing” in Ai, Magedah, Libnah, Lachish, Gezer, Eglon, Hebron, Debir,
and Hazor. However, the Lord allowed the army to take the livestock and booty for
themselves after conquering Ai and Hazor; these are the only times he allowed them to
do so (Gangloff 13). In each of the above battles, Joshua closely followed the
instructions of the Lord and carried out the herem as commanded. Joshua 24:31 reads,
“Israel served the Lord all the days of Joshua,” and it is therefore no coincidence that
Israel prospered during Joshua’s lifetime. It is for this reason that Joshua addressed Israel
before he died and warned them to stay faithful to God after his death, for if they did not,
they would certainly be punished. Joshua warned, “Be very careful therefore, to love the
Lord your God. For if you turn back, and join the survivors of these nations left here
among you…know assuredly that the Lord your God will not continue to drive out these
nations before you…” (New Oxford Annotated, Joshua 23:11-13). When he called tribes
to meet at Shechem, he further warned the people that if they abandoned God in favor of
false gods, then “He will turn and do you harm” (Joshua 24:20).
The bible is full of examples of those who suffer when they do not obey the Lord
and carry out the herem in battle. The first of which is the story of Achan, a Judahite
who disobeyed the words Joshua gave his army in 6:16-19 and took some of the
“devoted” precious metals from Jericho. Just as Joshua warned, Achan’s sin brought
“calamity” upon Israel. Joshua’s army went to attack the city of Ai, but they were badly
routed and forced to retreat. When Joshua asked the Lord why his army had been
defeated that day, the Lord replied that it was punishment for disobeying the herem.

When Achan’s sin was discovered, he and his family and his livestock were stoned to
death (Harris and Platzner 176).
King Saul serves as another example of an individual who suffered the
consequences of failing to carry out the herem. In 1 Samuel 15, Saul goes to war against
the Amelekites and is instructed by the prophet Samuel to “utterly destroy all that they
have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep,
camel and donkey” (New Interpreter’s 560). Saul failed to carry out these orders,
however, allowing the soldiers to keep the best livestock for themselves and capturing
King Agag rather than slaying him. Samuel chastised Saul, telling him he had “done evil
in the sight of the Lord” (Gangloff 16). Indeed, the Lord was so displeased with Saul that
he “rejected [him] from being king” (1 Sam. 15:23).
The entire book of Judges also serves as an example of the Lord punishing those
who do not follow his laws. Throughout Judges, the Israelites repeatedly did not use the
herem against their enemies, and subsequently “did what was wrong in the eyes of the
Lord,” by worshipping other gods. As punishment, God “gave them over to plunderers
who plundered them” (Harris and Platzner 182). From time to time, the Lord would heed
the people’s “groaning” and would send a judge to deliver them from their oppressors.
However, after the judge died, Israel would again abandon God, and He would again
deliver them into the hands of their enemies as punishment (183). These examples
further illustrate the point that the herem was used in order to keep Israel spiritually loyal
to the Lord.

Practical Applications
The lesson behind Joshua 6:15-21 is that one cannot read the bible in a cursory
manner and assume that one will understand its meaning. Indeed, a quick glance at this
particular passage could lead the uninformed reader to believe that God condones or even
encourages violence and genocide. But the passage actually serves to emphasize the fact
that people are completely reliant on God, and therefore must obey his laws and
commands. During the time of Joshua, the herem was a necessary evil; the Israelites
were entirely dependent on God just for survival, and it was important that any threat to
their loyalty be eliminated to ensure that the Lord would continue to protect them. This
is not to say that the herem is a necessary evil today. During biblical times, God had to
take on the role of a warrior because during this period war was a fact of everyday life,
and gods were only considered successful if they delivered victories to their people
(Boadt 97-98). Times have changed. War is no longer a matter of everyday life.
Certainly, the herem is no longer a “necessary evil.”
The other important lesson that should be taken away from this passage is that
God always provides for those who are faithful to him. The Lord protects and provides
for all that are loyal to him and obey him, whether they are valiant warriors such as
Joshua or lowly, repenting prostitutes like Rahab. But it should also be noted that He will
punish those who disobey him or worship other gods. Achan and Saul should serve as

reminders that even those who have been faithful to him in the past will be punished for
violating His laws and commands.

Conclusion

While the Old Testament is certainly full of stories of violence, war, and
slaughter, the reader must realize that each of these stories contains a deeper meaning.
These tales are not included in the bible to advocate violence or glorify war. The story of
the battle of Jericho was included in the book of Joshua to convey to the reader that it is
of the utmost importance to remain loyal to God and follow his orders. The herem, while
certainly a brutal practice, was a necessary evil that during that period served the very
important purpose of eliminating the risk of Israel falling into the trap of worshipping
false gods. Their very survival, like our own, depended entirely on the Lord, and the
herem ensured that they would not put themselves in a position to fall out of his favor.
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Handel’s Messiah: A Heaven on Earth
By: Erin Hurd
Introduction
George Frideric Handel’s Messiah has been an oratorio that has attracted me to its
music since the beginning of high school. Every year in December my high school
performs selections from Messiah as a community event. In my sophomore year of high
school my chorus class studied Messiah and its origins. [I feel that] Handel’s work is
attractive to me because it gives life to Biblical events. I have never read the Holy Bible
straight through, but I have learned that Handel took the exact words from the Holy Bible
and put them to music to create his Messiah. This particular oratorio still has relevant
messages for our world today because it is timeless. The oratorio, Messiah, can speak to
those who may not understand words on a page, but receive them when to music.
Handel’s Messiah is a very powerful oratorio because it has a historic and biblical
context that makes it timeless so that it is both a landmark of the past and a classic that is
well known to the present day. It is also known that Handel composed this piece in
twenty-four days, a feat that is unusual for the creation of any artistic work. The oratorio
has had significant success in the past, and that has an effect on how it is perceived in the
modern day. The story of Christ as our savior has meaning to Christians all over the
globe and because of this Handel’s work has become famous and celebrated everywhere.
It is significant among all oratorios because it relates messages essential to understanding

the telling of the Birth, Life, Passion, Death, Resurrection, and Second Coming of Christ.
Handel reinforces the greatest teachings of the Bible with messages of glory and praise to
the God that has allowed us to be filled with the hope that the Lord will return and create
a Heaven on Earth.
Discussion of Music
To discuss the music in Messiah, it needs to be established that Handel’s Messiah
is an oratorio, and not an opera. The main difference between the two comes historically
from the Church’s prohibition of performances of operas during Lent. An oratorio is an
opera essentially without staging or costumes, including large chorus numbers. It has
action although the audience does not see it as it would in an opera. According to Donald
Burrows, a scholar of Handel’s work, Handel was one of the very first composers to
really define English oratorios with Esther in 1732, followed by Deborah and Athalia in
1733.
There are three major sections in Handel’s Messiah. Part I is known as The
Prophecy and Fulfillment of the Nativity. “The first part dramatizes the great expectancy
in Israel for the promised Messiah” (Mansfield). Mansfield further notes that the first part
draws upon a few different prophecies of the Old Testament that foretell the coming of
the Messiah. Part II is entitled The Passion and the Resurrection. This section includes
Jesus’ death as well as his second coming which eventually leads to the Hallelujah
Chorus. Many mistake this magnificent piece as the end of the oratorio; however, Handel

included a third part known as The Resurrection of All Mankind to the Glory of God. In
Part III the oratorio focuses on what the people represent. “These relate to things of
individual hope and…personal triumph of those who have accepted the message of the
Lord Jesus Christ” (Mansfield 8). Handel created Part III so that he could peacefully
wrap up the end without leaving any element unsettled.
Part I
Every oratorio opens with an overture which acts as a preview of what the entire
oratorio will sound like. Handel’s Messiah is no different, opening with its own unique
overture. Daniel Block, a professor of Old Testament, states that Handel’s opening
creates “a mood without hope” for the audience. Block comments that the overture
accurately represents the Biblical texts of Isaiah chapters 1 through 39. These chapters
relate how the people of Jerusalem first rebel against God and then realizing their sins,
despair because it is too late. Block explains that Handel may have composed his oratorio
to reflect despair “giving way to light and hope.” Handel demonstrates this by composing
a downcast and dreary opening. The overture is the expression of despair that Block
refers to; however, Part I brings hope to the people.
The first recitative of the oratorio changes the mood and tone dramatically by
representing the quotations pulled from chapter 40 of Isaiah. In this chapter an unknown
seer is communicating with God and giving the people a commission involving the
following: comfort the people, speak consoling words to Jerusalem, and proclaim good

news. Here we see the prophet actually acting as a herald for God, clearing His way so
that He may lead his people back from Babylon. We can hear a great difference in the
music of this recitative, “Comfort Ye My People,” compared with the overture. This song
is written for a tenor voice which is high and unrestrained, sounding as if it is floating and
resonating. Handel composed the overture in E minor, and to make a dramatic difference
wrote “Comfort Ye My People” in E major. His recitative focuses on the ringing voice of
the tenor as well as the string instruments. Handel uses lengthy whole notes and creates a
piece that raises the spirits of his listeners and symbolically raises the hopes and spirits of
the people of Jerusalem who have been in despair.
Handel continues with this uplifting mood and tone in the first aria of Messiah,
“Ev’ry Valley Shall Be Exalted.” The words for this aria also come from Isaiah. They
relate to the people the coming of the Lord. This piece announces that no mountain or
valley shall stand in the way of the coming of the Messiah. This aria for tenor is very
upbeat, lighthearted, and the strings are featured to create a bouncy and light mood.
Handel composed this piece in the key of E major just as he did the recitative because the
recitative leads right into the aria without breaking off. Despite the fact that the first
recitative and aria are in the same key, each is unique in itself.
The first part of Messiah recognizes the proclamation of the coming of the Lord.
The prophecies announce that the coming Messiah will have great power and establish a
glorious rule. The people of Jerusalem express their disappointment with the weak-

looking Nazarene that was sent to them. The people do not believe that this man is the
savior that God intended for them. H.P. Mansfield, a scholar of religion, states that the
Pastoral Symphony displays this calm and slow state of disappointment and despair of
the people once again. However, the peace and slow manner of the music is broken by
the recitative of an Angel proclaiming that he brings good tidings. This leads to the
mighty chorus of “Glory to God.” The harmonies in this piece are remarkable and the
tone changes with the words of the song. The men sing “and peace on earth” in a very
low and solemn tone. Then the chorus breaks out again in a triumphant “good will
towards men.” This piece changes the tone and mood from the overture and the lyrics
relate the hope of the people of Jerusalem.
Part I continues to tell how the Lord then travels through Judea and calls upon
those who have committed many sins. He tries to teach them and help them learn so that
they can be forgiven their sins and be at peace. “His Yoke is Easy and His Burthen is
Light,” is the example of how the Lord is trying to reach out to the people. The song
opens with the sopranos presenting a very light and airy sounding piece of music. This
song accentuates the oboe in the orchestra throughout its length and we get the message
from the sound of the song that the Lord is peaceful and is reaching out to the people of
Jerusalem so that their sins may be forgiven. The song ends with a decrescendo which
ends the piece and also end Part I.

Part II
We learn in Part II that the Jewish people have rejected the Messiah because they
see him as a weak and lowly Messiah. At this point in the oratorio, the Messiah is
recognized as the Lamb of God taking upon himself the sin of the world. He can only
attain power and strength in his ascension to Heaven. Handel composes this in “Behold
the Lamb of God.” The tone and mood of the music are dramatically changed from “His
Yoke is Easy, His Burthen is Light” which ended Part I. This part of the music is much
slower and again it features the oboe beneath the chorus. The soprano voices seem almost
to be crying in the beautiful notes that they sing and the song overall seems to be very sad
and somber just as the overture is.
The Lord’s suffering and grief are told in a few of the choruses and solos in Part
II. “He Was Despised And Rejected Of Men” is an aria for alto, which accurately reflects
the pain and suffering that the Lord feels; he was a Messiah sent from God and his
feelings become very apparent in this particular aria. The alto voice is very clear and low
so that it delivers the lyrics in a very objective and unaffected way.
According to Mansfield, “Christ’s mission was to open a way from sin and death
for all who would accept him” (5). In order to do this, Christ had to submit himself to
power of death. The very somber and solemn undertone of the beginning of Part II is
representative of the great burdens that the Lord had to carry. The music changes as more
and more action takes place. Its sound becomes more intense and dramatic to represent

the scorn and rejection of the Messiah by the people of Jerusalem. The chorus, “Lift Up
Your Heads, O Ye Gates,” praises God for bringing Jesus back from the grave. There is
an obvious tone of joy and triumph in this chorus number reflecting hope in the people
once again. The beginning of this song brings back themes and elements of “Glory to
God” from Part I. However, at his second coming, Christ is rejected once again by the
people. “Why Do the Nations so Furiously Rage,” “He That Dwelleth in Heaven,” and
“Thou Shalt Break Them With an Iron Rod,” express the rejection and confusion that the
people of the world have towards the returned Messiah. However, the people soon find
out that he has come back as a mighty ruler and they rejoice in the “Hallelujah Chorus.”
The “Hallelujah Chorus” is a magnificent and glorious piece that is celebrated
throughout the world. It is majestic, royal and triumphant. The music is uplifting and
indescribable featuring the brass announcing the greatness of the Lord and his reign on
earth. This song proclaims the omnipotence of the Lord. Handel does justice to this with
the music to celebrate this feeling and idea. The breakdown of the word ‘Hallelujah’ is
first praise and then Yah, which is the Hebrew name of God; essentially, ‘Hallelujah’
means “praise Yahweh.” The “Hallelujah Chorus” is not merely a masterpiece of music,
but it relates the greatest teachings of the Bible. This is why it is so compelling to listen
to and learn from. Mansfield suggests that “the kingdoms of this world are literally to
become the possession of Christ, and praises to his name as King of kings and Lord of
lords are yet to ascend on high” (7). It has become a tradition in the performance of

Messiah that the audience stands in honor of the Lord himself and sings the “Hallelujah
Chorus” along with the chorus of performers. This magnificent piece closes Part II
leaving the audience full of spirit and a deep feeling of religious triumph; the “Hallelujah
Chorus” also demonstrates the triumph and celebration of Jerusalem, for God has given
her a powerful king and Lord.
Part III
Part III presents personal triumphs of the people of Jerusalem. This section is the
shortest; in it Handel was trying to bring his masterpiece to a close without leaving any
element of the religious events open ended. In the third part he focuses on the individuals
reflecting on the Messiah and how he has affected their lives. The Soprano sings a
beautiful and slow aria, “I Know That My Redeemer Liveth.” Charles Jennens, the
librettist of Messiah, took these words from Job chapter 19; they read: “He shall stand at
the latter day upon the earth.” Handel and Jennens collaborated in their work on the
Messiah and their underlying message throughout has been that the Lord will return
someday. They felt that we should be learning from these Biblical texts what will and
should happen when the Lord does return. This is the purpose behind the composition of
this oratorio.
The chorus, “Since By Man Came Death,” has a very eerie quality to it because it
is written in A minor. Handel continues Part III with a recitative for bass followed by an
aria. Handel closes his oratorio with “Worthy is the Lamb,” a chorus which contains a

triumphant and glorious sound. Handel composed this piece in a slow and melodic
tempo, leaving the audience in serious thought of these past events as well as what may
come in the future. The closing to Messiah, “Amen,” once again rejoices in the Lord and
how he will succeed in the battle between good and evil, and will reign on earth as King.
Conclusion
Handel’s Messiah tells of the Promise, Passion and the Triumph over Death in an
oratorio, rather than an opera which would require staging, costumes and other theatrical
elements. Charles Jennens chose fitting and appropriate words and Handel excellently
fitted each music note to express adequately every syllable of every word. We do not
need to see Handel’s Messiah to understand what events are taking place and what the
underlying messages are. Handel uses his musical talent and genius to provide a
masterpiece that will retell an important part of the Bible in a magnificent and majestic
manner.
The underlying theme that is emphasized throughout the entire work is that people
still continue to believe and follow God and the Lord Jesus Christ today by practicing
religion. Handel’s Messiah is successful because it delivers Biblical messages and lessons
through very beautiful music. Handel creates magnificent music and songs that tell the
tale of the coming of the Lord. He also leads his audience into a better understanding of
the Biblical messages of glory and praise to the Lord. “Glory to God,” “Lift Up Your
Heads, O Ye Gates,” the “Hallelujah Chorus” and “Worthy is the Lamb” are the most

significant pieces of this masterpiece because they reflect triumph and glory. The
trumpets and resonating voices of the choir in combination with the orchestra make these
particular pieces stand out not only musically but also because they find the most
significant meaning in the coming of the Lord. Handel has created a work that lifts the
spirits of all who hear his music and also brings hope to many because of the
magnificence of his conception. By the end of Messiah we are left to wonder what our
future world will be like and when the Lord will return to rule as “King of kings and Lord
of lords.” I believe that this was ultimately Handel’s purpose in composing such a
masterpiece; to make his audience think of and appreciate the Biblical meaning of the
story he retells with his magnificent music.
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Inspirational Thoughts

Four Years Later: Poets, Prophets, and the War in Iraq
By: Linda M. MacCammon, Ph.D.
Religious Studies Department
On September 11th, 2001, I was teaching at Carroll College in Helena, Montana.
On the first anniversary of the attacks, the Helena Independent Record asked a group of
local pundits and academics to offer their thoughts on the effects of the attacks on
America. Four years later, I offer my editorial again, with no small sense of sadness and
with a much greater sense of urgency.
There is little doubt that America has changed since the horrific events of September 11,
2001. Initially, the changes were positive ones. The world watched in awe and admiration as
Americans of every race, color, and creed came together to meet the crisis. We rallied around our
flag, our president, and our way of life, demanding justice for our people and seeking retribution
against the enemies of our freedom. Within a few months, U.S. military and coalition forces had
effectively destroyed the Taliban and sent Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda network packing.
But as the “War on Terrorism” has progressed, there have been other more ominous changes.
There is increasing evidence that our post-September 11th sense of solidarity, patriotism, and
justice has been distorted by irrational fears and a brand of power politics that make our nation
vulnerable to one of history’s oldest traps—becoming the very thing we most despise.
Think about it. Before the horrors of September 11th, would we have supported President
Bush’s unilateral intention to overthrow Saddam Hussein? Would we have permitted the FBI’s
continued persecution of a scientist for being “a person of interest”? Would we have applauded
extremists in the North Carolina legislature who threatened to block state funding to UNC for
asking students to read a book on the Qur’an? Would we have tolerated the Bush
administration’s attempts to stifle political dissent by questioning the patriotism of its critics?
This is what’s happening in America today, and the result is a society that is less open, less free,
less just, and less democratic. Such hypocrisy is both embarrassing and dangerous.
For our nation’s sake we must reject such practices and work together to regain
America’s democratic and moral ideals. As a Christian theologian and ethicist, I can’t think of a
better place to start than the Sermon on the Mount. Contrary to popular opinion, the
commandments of Jesus to “turn the other cheek” and “love your enemies” are not for wimps.
The demand that human beings think differently, that they nurture a generosity of spirit that
breaks destructive behavior patterns, is something that the “us versus them,” saber-rattling
mentality of the Bush administration clearly fails to do. Unless we’re willing to think and act
differently, we will remain at the mercy of unimaginative leaders who seek advantage in
censorship, oppression, and war. The English poet and World War I veteran, Siegfried Sassoon,
wrote about such “great men.” His words are just as timely today.

Great Men
The great ones of the earth
Approve, with smiles and bland salutes, the rage
And monstrous tyranny they have brought to birth.
The great ones of the earth
Are much concerned about the wars they wage,
And quite aware of what those wars are worth.
You Marshals, gilt and red,
You Ministers and Princes, and Great Men,
Why can’t you keep your mouthings for the dead?
Go round the simple cemeteries; and then
Talk of our noble sacrifice and losses
To the wooden crosses.

Since that 2002 editorial, the wooden crosses have increased to over 2,800, with
more than 20,000 of our servicemen and women wounded; many with severe brain
injuries. Our country still remains at the mercy of unimaginative leaders who have
committed torture in our name, destroyed our country’s reputation overseas, curtailed or
eliminated fundamental protections of privacy and habeas corpus, burdened future
generations with huge budget deficits, and permitted corporations to reap billions in war
profits at the expense of our troops and the American taxpayer. Clearly, the teachings of
Jesus—and those of any other religious leader you care to name—have been shelved for
political and economic expediency—despite the righteous claims of the Bush
administration and the Religious Right that God is on our side.
What can we do after five years of this? Plenty! We can awake from our
collective coma and pay attention to what’s happening in our country and in the world.
We can educate ourselves through books, newspapers, documentaries, and other media.
We can redouble our efforts to combat censorship, oppression, and war and hold our
leaders accountable. We can write our local and state representatives. We can vote. We
can reach out to Muslims, who are fighting their own brand of religious fanaticism, and
learn about their religion and their way of life, which is not so very different from our
own. We can continue to warn our “Christian” politicians and religious leaders that
ignoring God’s will—as revealed by all the great world religions—is to participate in
deceit and idolatry, sins that typify “people of the lie” rather than “people of the book.”

Unless we overcome the failures of corruption and complacency, our country will
continue to divide and splinter as we inch ever closer to yet another disaster—one that
will surely be self-inflicted. The prophet, Isaiah, warned his people of a similar fate for
failures that bear a striking resemblance to our own. In Isaiah 30:9-14, God commands
Isaiah to record the peoples’ rejection of God’s instruction as a witness against them.
For they are a rebellious people,
faithless children,
children who will not hear

the instruction of the Lord;
who say to seers, “Do not see”;
and to the prophets, “Do not
prophesy to us what is right;
speak to us smooth things,
prophesy illusions,
leave the way, turn aside from the path,
let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel.”
Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel:
Because you reject this word,
and put your trust in oppression and deceit,
and rely on them;
therefore this iniquity shall become for you
like a break in a high wall, bulging out, and about to collapse,
whose crash comes suddenly, in an instant;
its breaking is like that of a potter’s vessel
that is smashed so ruthlessly
that among its fragments not a sherd is found
for taking fire from the hearth,
or dipping water out of the cistern.
Today we are beginning to see and feel the “break in a high wall” across our nation. The
growing consensus is that the war in Iraq was a terrible mistake. More and more of us
are questioning the policies and competence of the Bush administration, as well as the
role of religion in politics. While there is no way of knowing for certain the outcome of
future events, five years from now I pray that I can revisit my words and take pride in the
knowledge that we indeed had the faith, the courage, and the conviction to overcome our
failings and restore America to its former greatness.

Faculty Essay

Incarnational Development
By: Fr. Donald J. Lococo CSB

Aside from the certainty of birth and death, all other qualities of human life are
propositional. We were born; we will die … these are the axiomatic statements of human
life – i.e., self-evident. We need no proof of their truth, certainly there can be no
argument. Anything else we say about human life contains the words “if” and “then” as
bridge elements of the inherent uncertainty of life. This “if/then” grammatical structure
implies by necessity the influence of external factors that determine and qualify their
truth content. If I live until I am 14, then my voice may by then have changed. If I live
until I am 24 then I may by then graduate with a BA etc. If/then bridges the numerous
possibilities that can happen as contingencies of life.
Between the two terminal necessities of life is a progression of changes that may
happen but in no way do we know how many of these changes will occur before our
death. Here is the paradox of death—it is an open-ended certainty. It could happen just
after conception or alternatively after 100 years life or any time between. Everything that
happens between birth and death we call development, because whether we want it or
not, or like it or not, life is about constant change and development, for the better and for
the worse.
From the biological perspective, development and differentiation of human life
begins at conception. The first cell cleavage of the zygote begins a life-long development,
first in the womb, then for the majority of the normal human life, outside of the womb.

Science reveals to us an astounding statistic that over seventy percent of all human
conceptions never implant in the uterus. The strict Catholic interpretation is that human
life begins at conception, when God unites a human soul with the developing human lifeform whose cells divide, differentiate continuously for the rest of its life both inside and
outside the womb. Many other religious communities agree. If human life begins at
conception, then 2/3 of all human life ends in the womb even before it implants in the
uterine wall. This event generates a contentious issue in the modern debate on abortion.
Some find this fact mind-boggling, on both sides of the debate.
One of the arguments counter to the Catholic position that human life begins at
conception suggests that perhaps alternatively it begins at implantation. For those who
hold this view, it is easier for them to accept the astounding intrauterine loss of concepta.
This suggestion alleviates what we would otherwise see as an amazing parade of human
beings moving directly into Limbo following a two-cell or four-cell embryonic lifetime
as a human being. It raises logical questions about God’s plan for salvation if, right from
the beginning, only one quarter of all souls have the chance to enter into paradise with
God. Indeed the Catholic “dogma” on Limbo was termed a “theological hypothesis” by
Pope John-Paul II when he commissioned a study requesting its clarification.
Then there are others in the debate who suggest human life begins at some later time
between conception and birth. These opinions vary depending upon when people in a
clear conscience conclude it is moral to perform an abortion. If human life begins, say at
3 months after conception, what kind of life was it before that? A chicken, because it
kind-of looked like a chick embryo at one point, or a fish because it had gill slits for a

short time? No matter what an embryo resembles and when, its development is driven by
the same DNA that continues to drive post-birth development—aging.
Biologically, it is clear that at each stage of life, from conception to death, we are
dealing with the human life cycle of development. The basic process that each embryo
undergoes from the moment it begins to divide its cells is aging. The embryo’s existence
is represented by the relationship between potency and actuality. At each stage it is actual
in its form but potent to become something else. The fertilized zygote has the highest
developmental potential at any stage of human life. At the other end of human life, just
before one’s final breath, potency is at its developmental minimum. Potency increase in
life, actuality, in contrast, progresses by a reverse trend. That makes death the highest
level of actuality.
Some die young. Aside from those who die naturally in the womb, the rate of death
shortly after birth is low in North America, but it is a lot higher than one might expect. In
2005, the USA had an infant mortality rate of 6.5/1000 births: that was 184th in the world.
Almost 20% of countries in the world have a better rate that the USA. Cuba has a lower
rate, of 6.33 deaths per 1000 births making them 183rd. England has a rate of 5.16, or
198th, Canada has a rate of 4.75 or 204th. Singapore has the lowest infant mortality rate of
2.29 or 226th. Sometimes there is an advantage to coming in last.
At the other end of the human life span, the pattern is comparable. Life expectancy in
the USA is 77.71 years, England 78.38 years, Canada 80.1 years, and Singapore wins
again at 81.62 years.
Without belaboring the statistics on the certainties, it is apparent that most of us live
well past middle age. In his Man in History: A Theological Study (Ganze in Fragment),

Hans Urs Von Balthasar wrote rather eloquently on the various stages of human life. 4
Dividing his study into three phases of human life development—The child, the youth,
and the adult—his thesis is that we pass through each stage of life, fully human. As he
states it, “in every stage he [sic] is a full and complete man in the creative thought of
God”. 5 It seems obvious to observe that you cannot reach thirty years of age unless you
were once eighteen. And if you reach thirty, you know everything about being eighteen,
which no eighteen year old could have in the same perspective. Passage from one stage to
another does not constitute an increasing humanity. A child is equally human as an old
man.
Each of these periods of life is not mutually exclusive, even with the passage of time.
As Balthasar says, “the ages are not lined up timelessly and absolutely, like perfect
pictures in a gallery; they are joined together in a stream of time, and the flowing itself
has its meaning in just this progress with its irreversibility.” 6 Personal experience of each
age event requires later reflection to gain a wisdom perspective of the prior stages that are
gone forever. This is what makes the young vulnerable. The age of the young can be used
against them for the advantage of the unscrupulous and the malicious. The young are
vulnerable to manipulation by those who know the vulnerabilities of youth better than
youth can possibly know. Those in the womb have the highest potential to be victims of
such malice.
Vulnerability parallels innocence. The longer that one lives, the more one loses both
vulnerability and innocence. In the process we develop the potential to replace the
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unscrupulous as the new generations of victimizers. The cycle of abuse is an inescapable
reality of human life—perhaps another candidate for one of life’s certainties. The damage
perpetuated is socially inherited from generation to generation. This is the social
manifestation of the Judeo-Christian dogma of Original Sin. Innocence is not lost but
stolen by the very people who had it stolen from them.
Some of us pass through the sequential life stages faster than others. The reason for
this disparity is that some stages are purely physiological stages. Some people are
genetically predisposed to aging faster than others. Also, certain life stages can be
classified as psychological and spiritual, which means you may never go through them or
leave them. Some people never leave childhood, at least psychologically. Others skip
childhood entirely and sit in judgment of the young at heart, a state they were denied.
But, no matter what the individual experience, in each stage of physiological and
psychological development, the word “human” as an adjective can be used to describe the
life form of that stage.
Why does intrauterine life not compare as a life stage? A salamander embryo is just
that—a salamander in an early stage of its development—which has yet to achieve
motility in its swimming musculature. No scientist would claim that it is otherwise than a
salamander and still be a credible scholar. A human child is not a chimpanzee, despite
their tendency to climb trees. If a one-year-old child had the physique of a one-year-old
chimp, he or she would be an instant world-class athlete. Yet at one a human child has a
command of language that a chimp will never have, no matter how much sign language
you teach it. Comparing early human life, youth, and adulthood to animals is instructive,
because the comparison accentuates human uniqueness. Doing such a study allows us to

gain what we might call a “descending” perspective. It tells us more about the animal
than ourselves but presents the danger of anthropomorphizing animal uniqueness.
Balthasar gives the alternative view in his analysis of human development from the
“ascending” perspective. The teaching of many Christian denominations that human life
begins at conception is not merely a semantic argument based on the adjective “human”
modifying the noun “being”, but because of the Christological reality of God’s
Incarnation as a human being. Christians believe that God became a human being. This is
the grounding article of Christian faith. If one does not believe this, then one is not
Christian, and the following argument can only be of intellectual and propositional
interest. If so, then it would require an if/then categorization, just like this sentence. For
Christians, that God became man is axiomatic.
Balthasar says of God made man,
…every period in his life acquires, even within its continuing unfolding, the
character of a revelation of eternity. If the eternal Word becomes a child, then the
child becomes in the framework of providential revelation the full expression of
eternal truth and eternal life. This is true not only in a revelation of intensification
of those eternal values that lie hidden in human childhood or are read into it by
men, but also in a new way that transcends the human. 7
Scripture portrays Jesus in all stages of human life … at conception, in the womb, at
birth, as a child, as a man, and, peculiar to Christ, in glory resurrected from the dead. In
the resurrected, this ultimate “life stage” became the norm for all human beings as God’s
saving and transformative gift for all humanity. If Christ was like us in all things but sin,
we became more like him when he conquered sin. This “Christic” change is not merely a
characteristic added to human development, it grounds the very process itself making
each stage incarnational.
7
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According to Balthasar, Jesus Christ is God’s Word and God speaks this Word in the
language medium with his human existence. He argues that at each stage of human
existence, the Word of God is a human being that expresses the fullness of Divinity. An
interesting thing to note is that he sees the Incarnation of God not merely as a unique
human event, nor just as transformative of all human life that followed, but as a
recapitulation. God, the eternal one, entered into creation making himself subject to his
first creature—time. He did so in the form of the image and likeness of the divine for us
to experience by our human senses, because we also experience personal life in this
human way. In fact, it is the only way we can experience life.
In the Incarnation, eternity entered time as a human being. Even though God still
persists in eternity, because he is the man Jesus he is, in part, still subject to time by
divine choice. From the perspective of humanity, the birth of the Christ-child was the
fullest public revelation of God’s divine self. It was announced by angels, witnessed by
kings … an event to be crushed and snuffed out by Herod who was jealous of his own
power. Is this not the spirit in which every child is welcomed into the world, with both
joy and resentment? The newness or novelty of life is both wondrously welcomed and
jealously begrudged. Eventually the new becomes old and is replaced by the ever arriving
new. Newness unites us together as a people if we embrace it or it divides us in bitterness
if we reject it.
Each stage of human development can be seen as a new stage, full of the same kind of
newness as the one before it had. Who doesn’t have a vivid memory of the first day of
school, that life-changing event that ruined everything? It marked us all like a scar. We
re-lived its freshness the day we went to junior high, and later high school, and when we

entered college. We leave one level where we were the senior hot-shot, and enter the next
level as the vulnerable freshman. Each time we become a “freshman”, our lives are
transformed. Each time we do, it is a moment of vulnerability and loss of innocence.
Not only is a new born baby a new member of the human social order—an innocent
individual to be cared for, who makes its presence known—one could argue that,
paradoxically, the most powerful stage of life is infancy. The most vulnerable is the most
powerful in its potency. The first day home from the hospital, everyone was at our beck
and call. Balthasar notes, if we carefully watch new parents we see every moment in the
first few months after birth determined by the little slave-driver screaming in the
nursery. 8 But their power is only theirs if parents act out their response in selfless love.
Some parents never achieve that selfless love, and as a result their children become their
possessions whom them manipulate their whole lives. Alternatively, those parents who
let their children be, are motivated not only by their love for them, but must also
recognize divinity in the stage of childhood—God speaking through the language of
childhood, showing that each child is unique, God-given and God-developed. Balthasar
said that Mary, Jesus’ mother, exemplified this attitude towards her son, who she was
told was God at his conception.
Later in infanthood, when children are mobile and vocal, these stages are also new
both to us and to our parents. We communicate and we move from place to place, each
the expression of new-found autonomy, a new means of expressing human freedom that
was only potential in the womb. Parents are bound to preserve the potential of their
children’s freedom by directing them in right-choosing, keeping them away from traffic,
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hot stoves, and rose bushes. Both talking and walking open avenues of possibility in life
that are very positive and essential. Both are also means of getting us into trouble.
Puberty is certainly new, shockingly so to everyone. Yet other new means of
expressing freedom also emerge, but also loss of freedom as we bind ourselves to
powerful forces of learned behaviors that are often called bad habits. Then graduation,
new job, marriage, children born, bankruptcy, etc. Each, as it comes, is new to us—each
has the potential for greatness or disaster, partially because of our choices, but often
because external circumstances outside of our choices can determine them.
The Word of God also experienced each of these novel changes as a human life, and
in some way still does also in eternity. In choosing to become completely human, God
chose to limit his divine freedom. Christ’s humanity, even though resurrected, must still
somehow relate to our human life as the ultimate standard of comparison. Another level
of newness unique to Jesus was that God-made-man experienced these changes. It was
actually new for God to experience puberty. And what was more, this novelty was a once
only event. It will never be novel again because in happening once, just as eternity
entered into time just once, it need not ever happen again because all time was altered
with the newness that was each moment of Christ’s human experience. Human birth was
altered permanently … puberty, aging etc., all by Christ’s experience of it in the life of
Jesus the fetus/infant/boy/youth/man. The very nature of Christianity is characterized by
this unique newness of the Incarnational reality of God’s presence among us.
Jesus said in John’s Gospel, “I will be with you always, until the end of the age”. If
Christ is present in all time as the Incarnate Word as God in the form of a human life,
then was he not also fully God and man at the moment of his conception? Why would

that moment of conception have to wait until the zygote Jesus became implanted, or
passed beyond the third month of pregnancy, before he suddenly became God-made-man
in Mary’s womb? This is the Christological basis of claiming that for each human life, we
are fully human at every stage of development, from conception to death, as human
spirits embodied within the human form of that stage of development. At each life-stage,
Christians see themselves in relationship, not only to their fellow human beings, but to
the God made man.
Each stage of life is new in the ever-new presence of the Word of God who is with us
always until the end of the age. As children, Christians identify best with the Christ child,
and later with the 12 year old whom we ourselves may have aspired to be, or the man
who embraced the children and blessed them, or died for others. Children identify with
Jesus at these stages because they recognize a common life experience they share with
him. Adults relate to others with the Christological model presented by gospel and
tradition as the ideal to imitate, or recognize how far they fall short of that Christological
ideal. We enter a womb-like space after death also, but by then, the body has lost all its
potency and all sign of any physical development, except decay – perhaps its opposite.
In resurrection, life breaks through to the fullness of infinite actuality. This is the moment
of recapitulation in God.

